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Abstract 
The public service in Trinidad and Tobago is in need of streamlining and modernisation. In the 
21st century the economic wellbeing of the country is tied into a global economy that demands 
entrepreneurship and quick and nimble business and administrative processes to retain a 
competitive advantage. In particular, Trinidad and Tobago needs to move from extracting ever 
diminishing hydro-carbon based natural resources such as oil and natural gas, to wealth creation 
through becoming a knowledge society, by marketing its collective intelligence and 
entrepreneurial acumen. This requires a well trained workforce and a civil administration that 
supports sustainable progress in all its social, commercial and political manifestations.  
 
This paper will describe the rationale, design, development and evaluation of a comprehensive 
programme of online training and development for secretarial, clerical and administrative staff, 
provided by The University of Trinidad and Tobago (UTT) as a turnkey professional 
development solution. It also outlines the collaboration between a Government Ministry and a 
University and discusses the challenge such an educational technology initiative poses for the 
traditional system of skill and knowledge stratification as found in the Public Service 
occupational hierarchy in Trinidad and Tobago. 
Keywords: Trinidad and Tobago, online training, collaboration, economic transformation, 
core competencies 
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More Than Community Service: Providing Nationally Relevant and Large Scale Professional 
Development Opportunities for Public Sector Workers Through Immersion Into E-Learning. 
Background to the E-learning Project 
The public service in Trinidad and Tobago is in need of streamlining and modernisation. 
In the 21st century the economic wellbeing of the country is tied into a global economy that 
demands entrepreneurship and quick and nimble business and administrative processes to retain 
a competitive advantage. In particular, Trinidad and Tobago needs to move from extracting ever 
diminishing hydro-carbon based natural resources such as oil and natural gas, to wealth creation 
through becoming a knowledge society, by marketing its collective intelligence and 
entrepreneurial acumen. This requires a well trained workforce and a civil administration that 
supports sustainable progress in all its social, commercial and political manifestations.  
The Government of the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago through the Ministry of Public 
Administration (MPA) has partnered with The University of Trinidad and Tobago (UTT) to 
provide a comprehensive programme of online training and development for secretarial, clerical 
and administrative staff. This e-based competency development programme is part of a broader 
initiative to catalyse the modernisation of the MPA’s Human Resource Management (HRM) 
portfolio by achieving identified responsibilities including organisational re-design, leadership 
development and HRM policy coordination. Identified as part of the Gold to Diamond Standard 
initiative (G2D), it seeks to standardise service quality across the broad spectrum of Government 
services delivered to citizens.  
The University of Trinidad and Tobago was successful in winning a bid in May 2015 to 
develop a scalable online training environment as an alternative to face to face professional 
development instruction. In January 2016 the pilot instance of the training environment was 
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launched with staff from four participating Ministries: Works and Transport, Finance, Trade and 
Public Administration. Initial training modules focused on four competencies: Computer Skills, 
Business Writing, Customer Service and Supervisory Skills.  The content modules were 
developed so they could be delivered as stand-alone units of instruction, with an open 
architecture that avoided the use of proprietary sources. This approach allows for facile content 
modification in the future and in accordance with the specific training needs identified by MPA. 
The feedback from participants about the usefulness and effectiveness of the online training was 
generally very positive with 79% of the respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that the 
training materials allowed them to improve their on-the-job performance, and 78% of 
respondents confirming that they have a deeper understanding of the subject matter after going 
through the training exercise.  
After the initial and successful pilot project ended on March 31st, 2016, the online 
learning environment was handed over to the Ministry of Public Administration (MPA) with a 
recommendation that the Ministry consider the development of an internal cross functional 
development group that would be able to further articulate training demands for Public Service 
Officers into the e-learning template provided by UTT. 
   
MORE THAN COMMUNITY SERVICE… 5 
UTT - Catalyst for Economic Transformation and Social Development; Expanding Access, 
Employment Opportunities, and Entrepreneurship 
The vision for UTT is to be the catalyst 
for economic transformation in Trinidad and 
Tobago and increase prosperity and social 
cohesion for our citizens and those of the wider 
region, by expanding access to higher 
education, facilitating entrepreneurship, and 
developing the skills and talents for industry 
and society. Since its inception in 2004 UTT 
quickly established a network of 15 campuses throughout Trinidad and Tobago to take higher 
education programmes to several communities across the nation. After over a decade of 
operations, the role of the University has become increasingly important, as non-renewable 
hydrocarbon resources which have been the primary driver of the Trinidad and Tobago economy 
appear to be in decline. The task for the university is to produce educational and entrepreneurial 
outcomes that promote continued national prosperity from new economic endeavours which 
transition Trinidad and Tobago from a hydrocarbon energy-based economy to a diversified 
knowledge-based economy.  
National Alignment  
From inception there has been much expectation about the UTT’s positioning as a 
catalyst for national transformation.  The University’s attention is focused on solving the most 
pressing national and regional challenges in areas such as Energy and Food Production. These 
are also the areas most likely to enhance the global competitiveness and credibility of our 
Figure 1. UTT Campus Locations in Trinidad 
& Tobago 
MORE THAN COMMUNITY SERVICE… 6 
university. To be competitive, Trinidad and Tobago needs to improve its mechanisms to 
facilitate knowledge and technology transfer through offering and providing our expertise to 
companies and public sector bodies throughout the region and in other small developing states 
similar to Trinidad and Tobago. This strategy facilitates simultaneous investment in these sectors 
to support self-sustaining economic activity, job creation and wealth generation in specific 
geographical regions across the country1. UTT has closely aligned its work to these national 
development priorities, developing the skills, ideas, and entrepreneurship to propel these 
strategic clusters. 
Serving the Community 
On an operational level, UTT is channelling its best resources to improve the impact of 
our teaching, research, and innovation in niche areas for which it has a competitive advantage. 
Here the mission of UTT and the requirement to modernise the public sector administration 
intersect: given the need to upskill public servants to function in an efficient and effective 
modernised Public Service (Ministry of Public Administration, Trinidad & Tobago, 2015), UTT 
took on the challenge of training large numbers of public sector employees to master specific 
job-related competencies while embracing online learning technologies and strategies. This was 
achieved by developing an interactive online training environment, often referred to as massive 
open online course or MOOC. MOOCs are a relatively new model for the delivery of online 
learning to students. Being “massive” and “open”, these courses are intended to be accessible to 
many more learners than would be possible through conventional classroom-based teaching2. An 
interactive online course allows open access to content, learning and assessment activities at any 
                                                
1 See Appendix 1 for a comparative overview of Trinidad and Tobago’s readiness for business within the Latin 
American and Caribbean context. 
2 However completion rates from MOOCs have been controversial topic as completion rate for massive open online 
courses is less than 7 per cent (Parr, 2013)  
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place and from any device, although not always any time (often there are fixed start and end 
dates). It is cloud based, meaning internet access is required. An interactive online course is a 
course with learning objectives, content, and learning and assessment activities; the same as any 
course. Given the huge number of employees that need to be continuously trained, using an 
interactive online course for training in the public sector is not only a valid option but also a 
necessity. To address the need to provide competency-based training online for large numbers of 
public servants, the following course design architecture was employed:  
 
Over a period of nine months 
commencing in July 2015, training 
modules in four core competencies - 
Computer Skills, Customer Service, 
Business Writing, Supervisory Skills -, 
were developed and piloted for online 
delivery on three increasingly complex 
course levels: Course Level 1 is geared 
towards the entry level managerial 
support positions, Course Level 2 is 
geared towards the advanced 
administrative support positions, and 
Course Level 3 focuses  on 
supervisory positions, where 
‘supervisory’ means the coordination 
of lower level staff, while 
simultaneously supporting middle 
management and the executive.  
 
Project: The Development and Delivery of an E-based Competency Development 
Programme for Public Officers to Prepare Them for Positions Within the Public Service 
The project was organised in four distinct phases: Needs Assessment, Programme 
Development, Programme Delivery, and Revision and Close-Out. 
  
Figure 2. Pedagogical Design Architecture 
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Phase 1: Needs Assessment & Inception (2014 -15) 
Technical skills, such as proficiency in ICT or more specifically, in the use of Microsoft 
Office Suite applications, such as Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Outlook and Access are very 
unevenly distributed across the array of public service job descriptions, irrespective of the level 
of competency (clerical, administrative or supervisory) that is formally assigned. Training in 
soft, or behavioural skills, such as engaging with customers, ’face to face’ or electronically, had 
previously been conducted across Ministries but did not seem to fall on fertile ground. This 
failure to take seed was attributed by respondents to either the lack of continuous training and 
reinforcement of the primary values of customer care or a lack of continued supervision to assure 
adherence to standards. The training of the four core competencies - Computer Skills, Business 
Writing, Customer Service and Supervisory Skills- addressed this shortcoming.  
One primary concern that was expressed by participants in the 2015 focus group 
meetings was that any training can only be successful, if the bureaucratic structure of the Public 
Service allows newly acquired skill and knowledge that is commensurate with the position, to be 
applied ‘on the job’. This sentiment was echoed in orientation sessions at the MPA and also 
reflected in user feedback received in the delivery phase (2016) through surveys and email.  
There was a sense that any staff development would necessarily require an incentive 
structure of some sort to drive its acceptance and be fully embraced by employees. This 
sentiment was confirmed through user feedback received in the needs assessment phase (2015) 
as well as in the delivery phase (2016). Lastly, there was some ambiguity and hesitancy in 
participating Ministries to buy into this pilot initiative as brought forward by MPA. 
Subsequently, this hesitancy translated into slow acceptance and low enrolment for the pilot 
courses.  
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Regarding access to the technologies to support online learning, focus groups participants 
had cautioned about hardware and network restrictions to Internet access. Again, these concerns 
were echoed by pilot participants and expressed in the 2016 exit survey. 
Phase 2: Development (July to December 2015) 
The development phase was the most time-consuming part of the project cycle as 
challenges spanned from securing subject matter experts for the four competencies, to finding 
requisite expertise to develop culturally relevant content for online delivery. This required the 
development team to collaborate effectively and productively with all stakeholders, and included 
managing the expectations of the client with respect to the possibilities but also constraints of an 
online learning platform. For the platform to remain sustainable after UTT’s consultancy had 
ended, the Ministry of Public Administration had planned to assemble a cross functional team 
from its staff. As it turns out, knowledge transfer to client staff proved to be one of the biggest 
challenge, as the necessity to establish a cross functional team during the development process, 
so as to gain experience with the complexity of course development and the delivery platform, 
had not been followed through and became mission critical over time. Looking forward, a 
necessary early step in any further development is the identification of individuals and skill-sets 
necessary for the development and implementation of e-learning courses. A strict adherence to a 
Knowledge Transfer and Competency Development Plan must guide any collaborative 
development effort.  
In light of the delays experienced, hindsight dictates the observation that the development 
timeline as originally defined (13 weeks) was overly optimistic and did not account for the 
exigencies of a complex development project that required the coordination of three stakeholder 
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groups: Government Human Resources Services (GHRS), MPA and UTT3. In this development 
and production phase, the competencies that had to be trained were mapped against the 
definitions of the relevant and corresponding Caribbean Vocational Qualifications (CVQ), to 
ensure compliance and possible certification of course content at a later point in time4.  However, 
the mapping of jobs tasks against existing occupational standards does not by itself address the 
desired and needed transformation in job profiles inside the Public Service. Needed is the full 
participation of the department or agency with responsibility for developing and delivering 
training within the public sector during the entire process, from conceptualisation through 
piloting. This will guarantee smooth transitioning from pilot to ‘roll-out’. 
Phase 3: Delivery (January 2016 to March 2016) 
The delivery phase started off with an orientation meeting for all participants, spanning 
two half days. Initial feedback indicated that participants were not always well prepared to 
engage with the online learning environment. The use of the Introductory Module of the course 
as an opportunity for participants to familiarise themselves with online learning could been 
expanded to include a more focused face to face component. This indicates that there ought to be 
a better communicated but also more thoroughly prepared recruitment or selection process to 
identify participants. 
A side effect of this short notice for recruitment, was a continuing challenge to provide 
user access to the e-learning platform. This included authentication of users but also extended to 
the technological environment available to participants. In particular access restrictions to the 
                                                
3 Please see Appendix 2 for a graphical representation of the modified and extended timelines with deliverables.  
4 For a sample mapping of the IT competencies versus job tasks see Appendix 3 
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world-wide-web, and applications or course information hosted on the web proved to be difficult 
and proved to be a strong disincentive5.  
Of the 71 pilot participants6 only a small percentage (5.5%) actually finished Course 1 
and moved into Course 2. The majority of students remained inside the various competency 
training modules of Course 1 and finished some of the course requirements. User feedback 
confirms that the course modules were too expansive, and video training clips at times too 
lengthy. There was a clear call to shorten course modules, as the time required to spend on 
completing modules, was taking too much time away from substantial work matters. This also 
suggests that the format of delivery, e.g., presenting the courses in one contiguous frame would 
have to be reconsidered. 
Concomitant with the feedback to shorten courses goes the observation that participants 
prefer shorter (and possibly more focused) content presentation. We are also told again that a 
lack of incentives and clearly articulated objectives and outcomes with respect to professional 
development trajectories, made it less attractive to spend large amount of time inside the learning 
platform7. This feedback points also at the need for a coherent and meaningful course grading 
scheme that is well aligned with other activities and professional development initiatives for 
MPA staff. Considering these constraints, the feedback on relevance of course content and 
presentation of course content was most positive and appeared to be tailored at the right level of 
complexity to most users8.  
                                                
5 For an excerpt of the user feedback on the technical issues see Appendix 4 
6 See Appendix 5 for the distribution of participants by Ministry. 
7 Online courses often offer institutional credit or certificates of completion, which help to legitimise and formalise 
the learning. In the workplace, certificates function as an incentive for employees to complete optional training or 
skill development courses, because they’ll have something to show for all their work. If the (Caribbean Association 
of National Training Agencies (CANTA) standards should continue to guide the further development of content, 
employees can earn CVQ awards (Caribbean Association of National Training Agencies, 2016). 
8 See Appendix 6 for the feedback from participants about the usefulness and effectiveness of the online training. 
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What is the Takeaway? 
This pilot project has not only served as a training ground for staff, it also has opened 
staff training in the MPA and beyond, to teaching and learning strategies of the 21st century. 
Case in point is the modular character of content that is offered to trainees, where depending on 
the perceived training needs, the learning materials are adapted to the learner. Many 
opportunities arise out of the modular structure built into the courses: the Ministry may use the 
learning environment for fee-based training that can be offered regionally, for custom courses, 
just in time learning opportunities, induction training or recruitment services. The flexibility to 
extend the reach of the online training initiative to include the less enterprising Ministries, and in 
particular those administrative outposts, that find it difficult to attend face to face training due to 
travel constraints needs to be considered if the ambitious endeavour to transform all aspects of 
the Public Service is to be realised. In addition, the functionality to print out all content (short of 
functional videos and animations) although posing a non-optimal scenario, allows for 
conventional distribution of printed training materials that approximate the content and spirit of 
the online training to those Public Service trainees who have no well-developed and robust 
online access. 
The non-linear format allows students to go through the course and being part of a ‘semi-
synchronous’ cohort of learners. That means each week the group receives access to the same 
assignment of video lectures, readings, quizzes and/or threaded discussions, but each member 
completes that course work on his or her own time. The design will allow participants the 
flexibility of designing their own schedule.  
“Flipping the classroom,” or swapping face to face training time with a mix of face to 
face and online training was first made popular by Khan Academy, and is one of the defining 
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features of large open online courses. The developed e-learning platform allows an almost 
immediate application of this teaching modality, for use by e.g., the Public Services Academy as 
the e-learning platform is handed over from the UTT development team to the Ministry of Public 
Administration. In addition, the UTT team has identified to Human Resources four (4) course 
participants (at least one from each staff level), that appear to be well suited to become 
facilitators of the courses carded for roll-out later in 20169.  
Implications for the Future Development and Delivery of Online Courses  
Much has been written about the challenges inherent in implementing education reform, 
and this project did demonstrate a shift in mind-set of the policy makers with respect to the 
delivery of training to support a modernised public sector.  Research suggests that before 
embarking on such an initiative strong leadership and administrative support should be identified 
as well as expertise in curriculum design and implementation (Dilmore, 2011). By extension this 
implies dedicated personnel be assigned for the duration of the project and beyond.  Following 
from this pilot a number of excellent opportunities arise to test the success of the initiative and 
then take steps to improve the online learning effectiveness for the next cohort of participants. 
This suggests the use of more complex analytics to measure success by tracking employee 
engagement and commitment. One of the ways this could be achieved is by deploying more 
sophisticated reports provided by an additional data module of the Canvas Learning Management 
System10 and also by exploring: 
1. Knowledge Acquisition using assessments that are marked and aggregated to a formal 
recognition or badge11.  
                                                
9 See detailed project recommendations in Appendix 7. 
10  The module is included in the current licensing arrangements, but was only beta-tested recently for use with the 
project.  
11 Badges are a validated indicator of accomplishment, skill, quality or interest that can be earned in various learning 
environments (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Digital_badge) 
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2. Behaviour change, most importantly, by measuring through observation, project analysis, 
benchmarks and the continual use of pre and post surveys as an excellent means of 
documenting change.  
 
These measurements are to be accompanied by ongoing educational research to 
determine preferences and user patterns in the e-learning platform use, and the possible impact 
on performance. To this end, further development of the online environment and the introduction 
of new modules requires a coherent approach where project expectations are well transparent and 
communicated with internal stakeholders. This includes trainees and administrators. The success 
of this initiative and any other activities deriving from this pilot depends on the ability of the 
administration to accommodate a new type of worker, who has been given evidence that the 
bureaucratic structure is there to serve the external customer but also the agents of the structure, 
the workers, themselves.  In the context of professional development in a digital world, the 
Ministry needs to consider a governance structure for its e-learning initiatives that represents the 
principles of inclusion, collaboration and cross-functional operations between subject matter 
experts that are internal to the Public Service. Said simply: no more silos of proprietary 
competence, protecting one’s turf. Online learning necessitates a certain degree of collaboration 
and cooperation, on part of service providers and trainees. To provide these spaces for ‘safe’ 
collaboration will be the dominant challenge for Human Resource Departments, and will 
determine success or failure of e-based online training in the Public Service of Trinidad and 
Tobago. 
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Abbreviations and Acronyms 
 
CANTA     Caribbean Association of National Training Agencies 
CVQ     Caribbean Vocational Qualifications 
G2D Gold to Diamond 
GHRS    Government Human Resource Services Company Limited 
HRM   Human Resource Management 
ICT Information and Communications Technology 
MOOC Massive Open Online Course 
MPA  
MFO  
Ministry of Public Administration 
Ministry of Finance 
UTT The University of Trinidad and Tobago 
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Appendix 1: Ease of Doing Business Index Trinidad and Tobago (2016) 
 
 
Source: 
http://cantaonline.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=178&Itemid=265 
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Appendix 2: Timelines 
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Appendix 3: Level 1 – Sample Competency Mapping 
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Appendix 4: User Feedback on Technical Issues 
UPPER SUPERVISORY LEVEL 
MINISTRY COMMENTS ISSUE/QUERY LEVEL/COURSE 
MPA “I am unsure if this should be addressed to you but for 
some reason the site drops occasionally and I have to 
return to the invite and sign in again.”     
Technical 
Issues 
Level 1- 
Computer Skills 
“I am unable to proceed with this course since I don't 
have access to view the videos before attempting the 
assignments. Access is restricted for YouTube and other 
sites within the Ministry.” 
Internet Filters 
“Since we took our first session we have not been able to 
access YouTube to view any of our videos. Maybe you 
can request access for us.” 
Internet Filters 
MoF “I am having problems re uploading the Word 1 
assignment, what do I do?” 
File Upload Level 1- 
Computer Skills 
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Appendix 5: Distribution of Participants by Ministry 
 
Ministry Responses 
Public Administration 22 
Finance 18 
Trade and Industry 20 
Works and Transport 11 
Sum Total 71 
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Appendix 6: Responses Extracted from the Progress Survey 
 
The course material provided information intended to improve my job performance. 
 
I have a deeper understanding of the subject matter as a result of this course. 
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Appendix 7: Project Recommendations 
Process Recommendations  
1. Provide incentives for participation as part of the strategy: provide institutional credit or 
certificates of completion, which help to legitimise and formalise the learning.  
2. Advertise/market training programme within the public sector or participating Ministries 
including the use of social media. The ‘hype’ generated will auger well for participant 
interest and boost participation. 
3. Communicate project expectations with key internal and external stakeholders and secure 
internal buy-in. 
4. Remove Internet filters, provide Ministry-based technology support to participants. 
5. Identify all resources necessary to ensure project success (human, material and other). 
6. Assign dedicated staff to ‘work’ with project team to ensure transfer of knowledge and 
skills to individuals with direct responsibility for implementation. Knowledge transfer 
should be an ongoing process, not a one-time activity. 
Implementation Recommendations  
7. Career paths need to be mapped out and established that are corresponding to the 
classification of a three tiered job family providing managerial support,  
8. Use the Introductory Module of the course (Introduction to the MPA Online Training) as 
a face to face, in-house opportunity for participants to familiarise themselves with online 
learning technologies.  
9. Full participation of the department or agency with responsibility for developing and 
delivering training within the public sector during the entire process, from 
conceptualisation through piloting.  
10. Identification of individuals and skill-sets necessary for the development and 
implementation of eLearning courses. The cross-functional team approach as identified in 
the Knowledge Transfer and Competency Development plans will guide. 
11. Shorten course modules to remove overly time consuming engagement with one subject 
area. 
12. Consideration be given to disaggregating the course and offering targeted training 
modules to groups of individuals. Just-in-time learning can also be planned, for example 
training in Cabinet Note Writing or Telephone Etiquette. 
13. Implementation of a Course Grading Scheme that articulates with other professional 
development initiatives of the MPA. 
14. Redefine and redesign the role of local support staff in a Ministry, so they become cross 
functional with respect to providing user support. This requires an intervention by HR.   
15. Utilise the Competency Development Plan to create personal learning pathways for 
employee training that can be “tied’ to their performance management.  
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Dissemination Recommendation 
16. The following characteristics of large open online courses are particularly well-suited to 
delivery of online training in the Public Service: 
17. Opportunities:  The Ministry may use for fee-based online training that can be offered to 
the private sector and regionally, for custom courses, just in time learning opportunities, 
induction training or recruitment services.  
18. Extend the reach of the online training initiative to include the less enterprising 
Ministries, and in particular those administrative outposts, that find it difficult to attend 
face to face training due to travel constraints. 
19. Provide printed training materials that approximate the content and spirit of the online 
training to those public service trainees who have no well-developed and robust online 
access. 
20. Semi-synchronicity: Most interactive online courses allow students to go through the 
course as a ‘semi-synchronous’ cohort of learners. That means each week the group 
receives access to the same assignment of video lectures, readings, quizzes and/or 
threaded discussions, but each member completes that course work on his or her own 
time. The design will allow participants the flexibility of designing their own schedule. 
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